Diagnosis of pericardial effusion by computed tomography.
We assessed the diagnostic utility of computed tomography (CT) in the detection of pericardial effusion by using a dog model in which the amount and type of pericardial fluid were controlled and by obtaining CT scans on patients with suspected pericardial effusion prior to pericardiocentesis. The experimental studies showed that CT was capable of detecting pericardial effusion composed of serous fluid or saline in amounts as small as 50 ml. However, the hemopericardium was radiographically isodense with the heart and difficult to detect by CT unless the epicardial fat pad was identified or intravenous contrast enhancement of the heart was used. CT clearly demonstrated the presence of pericardial effusion in all six patients studied prior to successful pericardiocentesis or pericardiectomy. We conclude that CT is a sensitive noninvasive method which can be used for the diagnosis of pericardial effusion.